Abstract: Steinvorth has changed his view from arguing for a right to work to arguing for a basic income. This change of mind is consistent with his idea of the`Promethean venture'. It is, however, only convincing if one accepts his premise that labor is in general a burden. In this commentary, it is shown that this premise should be rejected. Since labor is an important source of recognition and therefore a prerequisite of a decent life, a basic income should be regarded as being only a second best solution as compared to a right to employment.
that no one is excluded from the process of shaping the environment they live in.
In my commentary I will therefore not criticize Steinvorth's overall argument, which is interesting and includes illuminating details. Instead, I want to attack the above-mentioned premise: I think it is simply not true that people would in general prefer to opt out of labor if they had the nancial resources to do so. And their preference for participating in the labor process is also not just a result of a more or less pathological habit which might (easily?) be changed.
Therefore, I believe that a basic income is only a second best option compared to a right to employment.
As stated above, in my view the main problem with Steinvorth's approach is that it doesn't do justice to the importance labor has for the worker. This is quite a common feature of philosophical (and other) theories of work (cf.
Schlothfeldt 2000, 379.)they either underestimate its importance by claiming that labor is just a burden (as Steinvorth does nowadays), or they overestimate it by claiming that work is a source of self-realization (as Steinvorth did formerly 5 ), and sometimes they do both. The real problem of being unemployed is thus crushed between a skeptical and a utopian view about labor. Namely, this picture ignores an essential function of labor: the recognition linked to employment, already expressed in remuneration, which is entirely lacking in the case of a basic income. Empirically, that doesn't appear to be the case: Surveys show that many people would prefer to be employed even if they didn't need the moneyand that seems true even if they hate their job. of course speak up for botha right to both employment and basic income, as Krebs (1999) suggests. On the other hand, we also have to face the possibility that we cannot have both; there might be a real conict since each option costs resources, and together they could reduce productivity too much. If that is the case, we have to decide between the two. In my view, a right to employment 13 is preferable over a basic income which is only a second best option.
Admittedly, I haven't talked about possible side eects of a right to (participate in) labor which might reverse this preference orderand I am not in the position to competently do so. But nor is Steinvorth with respect to a basic income.
14 We will have to leave this question to economists.
